Youth councils in municipal government: Examination of activities, impact and barriers by Collins, Mary Elizabeth et al.
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
BU Open Access Articles BU Open Access Articles
2016-06-01
Youth councils in municipal
government: Examination of
activities, impact and barriers
This work was made openly accessible by BU Faculty. Please share how this access benefits you.
Your story matters.
Version
Citation (published version): Mary Elizabeth Collins, Astraea Augsberger, Whitney Gecker. 2016.
"Youth councils in municipal government: Examination of activities,
impact and barriers." Children and Youth Services Review, Volume




Youth Councils in Municipal Government: 




Mary Elizabeth Collins, A.M., Ph.D. 
Astraea Augsberger, MSW, Ph.D. 








This study reports on youth councils in 24 municipalities in one major metropolitan area. 
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with one key adult stakeholder in each municipality 
in order to understand the scope, structure, functioning, activities, and impact of youth councils.  
These data were supplemented with review of documents and websites that described the 
councils.  Findings indicated that youth councils were engaged in a wide-range of activities 
suggesting the model is fluid to meet the needs of both the youth and the community.  Specific 
impacts were identified by participants some of which were directly related to the delivery of 
activities and others which influenced policy change.  Among the barriers identified was the 
continuing need to identify a broader range of youth to participate in these initiatives.  Despite a 
societal need for greater youth civic engagement and the generally positive attitude toward this 
idea, youth councils remain limited in practice and the research base is under-developed.  Our 
study contributes to advancing both practice and research. 
 
  
There is widespread consensus that avenues should be created for young people to have 
input into community decisions.  There are many reasons why this is generally accepted to be a 
good idea. Youth, themselves, are believed to benefit from these processes.  Often identified 
under the concepts of civic engagement and positive youth development, benefits that accrue to 
the young person include feelings of empowerment, competence, and connection (Zeldin, 
Camino, & Calvert, 2007).  Participation may also enhance young peoples’ interests and 
propensity to engage in community service, political action, or other forms of public engagement 
(Matthews, 2001; Bessant, 2004).  Furthermore, youth engagement may foster more efficient and 
effective policy allowing communities to make lasting improvements that youth will support 
(Mitra, 2005; Frank, 2006).  Yet, little is known about the real world functioning of youth in 
community decisions.   
In this paper we examine youth councils at the municipal level.  Youth councils are not 
the only means by which youth may contribute to decision-making but they are one potential 
mechanism.  We describe the reported activities and impacts of several youth councils.  
Additionally, we identify barriers to councils’ efforts to have community impact. 
Literature Review 
 Youth civic engagement takes many forms.  Checkoway and Aldana (2013) recently 
provided some conceptual organization to this well-used idea and identified four forms:  citizen 
participation, grassroots organizing, intergroup dialogue, and sociopolitical development.  
Although the forms overlap, our inquiry falls most clearly within “citizen participation” in which 
the basic strategy is to “participate through formal political and governmental institutions” 
(p.1896).  Youth councils are identified by Checkoway and Aldana as one of the engagement 
activities within “citizen participation”. 
 Besides youth councils there are other means by which youth can have input into 
community decision-making.  Some of these methods include youth organizing -- “a process that 
brings young people together to talk about the most pressing problems in their communities, 
conduct research on these problems and possible solutions, and follow through with social action 
to create community-level change” (Christens & Dolen, 2013); youth forums (e.g., Matthews, 
2001) in which groups of youth come together in committees to discuss issues relevant to their 
community; youth participatory research (e.g., Sprague-Martinez et al., 2012) in which youth are 
engaged in forming and advancing the research agenda in service to improving programs, 
services, and community life; and, e-discussions and voting (Macintosh, Robson, Smith, & 
Whyte, 2003) which utilize technology to tap youth perspectives.   
Youth councils are, generally, distinguished from these other forms of input by their 
connection to ongoing governmental institutions.  There is, however, wide variation in the 
operations of youth councils and the extent to which they have a substantive rather than symbolic 
role in governance.  Matthews and Limb (2003) report that the development of youth councils 
(and also youth forums) in England and Wales was largely “haphazard”; the form and character 
of youth councils depended on such factors as demography, politics and local traditions as well 
as existing institutional and organizational structures.  Providing examples from three Michigan 
cities, Richards-Schuster and Checkoway (2009) found that youth participation via councils 
differed in its institutional structures: one council had advocates but temporary status, another 
had strong mayoral support and a formal charter, a third was affiliated with a community 
foundation.  Taft and Gordon (2013, p.4) also note variation, but identify the following 
commonalities:  youth councils connect young people to policymakers, participating youth are 
considered experts on youth issues, councils work on issues of policy related to youth (but not on 
other policy areas), they are formalized and usually part of the government structure, they are 
authorized by statute or executive order, have adult staff to support the work, and meet on a 
regular or semi-regular basis.   
 Individual youth who participate in councils may benefit through development of a 
variety of practical (e.g., participating in meetings, giving a presentation, planning an event) and 
social and emotional skills (working in groups, articulating a view point) (Akiva, Cortina, & 
Smith, 2014).  Additionally, there may be benefits related to civic engagement such as 
understanding how government works, how decisions are made, and how individuals and groups 
can engage with government.  These benefits may socialize youth into becoming engaged 
citizens over the long term (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Miklosi, 2007).  Youth may also receive 
more direct personal benefits such as experience or connections that lead to employment, college 
access, or other opportunities (authors, 2016).   
The evidence for impact within municipal governments is less well understood.  The 
extant research is largely comprised of qualitative descriptions of how the youth councils operate 
within a specific locality.  For example, Checkoway, Allison, and Montoya (2005) studied the 
San Francisco Youth Commission and found that although youth and adults were positively 
impacted through participation, it was unclear the extent to which youth voice impacted policy 
decisions.   Carlson (2005) reported on Hampton, Virginia’s “Youth Planner initiative”.  This 
report identifies that since 1996 young people have been employed in the Planning Department 
of the city.  In this role, the young people have drafted policies, developed programs, and created 
the expectation that young people will have input into the city’s governance.  Two youth are 
employed as youth planners who regularly report to the city’s Planning Commission but they 
also report to a 24 youth-member Hampton Youth Commission.  One key report (Martin, 
Pittman, Ferber, & McMahon (2007) provides several descriptive examples of a range of youth 
councils at city and state levels. 
Youth participation in governance appears to be more commonplace in Europe.  
Shephard and Patrikios (2012), for example, report on youth parliaments in the European Union. 
Yet, challenges remain there as well.  Faulkner (2009) distinguished “consultations”, in which 
young people’s views are gathered to be used in decision making, and ongoing projects, in which 
there is a process that involves some discussion on decisions.  She noted that the literature on 
involving young people in consultations is much better developed than that on ongoing projects.  
One observation was that policy makers can be impressed by youth participants in the political 
process but often assume that they are not representative of youth (Faulkner, 2009).  
The practice of youth engagement in community decision-making has been slow to 
institutionalize (Head, 2011). Much of what we know about the impacts, or limitations, are 
derivative of the relationship (and perceptions held) among youth and adults.  Sloam (2007) 
addresses common perceptions of youth as disinterested and instead asserts that “an agenda to 
increase youth participation must seek to reboot democracy in a form that is both relevant and 
accessible to young people today” (p.549). In other words, youth can feel that adults are not 
interested in their opinions and experiences, which translates into a disengagement in formal 
political participation (i.e., voting), but says little about the passions and interests youth have 
towards politics more broadly.   
 There are several descriptions of adult perceptions of youth often portrayed in 
dichotomies (e.g., youth as victim or resources [Checkoway & Gutierrez, 2006]). Specific to 
youth councils, Bessell (2009) assesses the claim that “adult attitudes are the greatest barrier to 
effective participation” of youth (pp. 299-300).  While individual policy professionals may 
believe in the potential of youth voice and participation, there are prevailing cultural attitudes in 
four key areas that serve as barriers: “institutional context and procedural requirements; cultural 
and social norms; lack of clarity about children’s participation; and concerns about negative 
consequences” (p. 313). Research on youth councils frequently acknowledges the imbalance of 
power between youth and adults that limits effectiveness and significant policy change 
(Matthews, 2001; Matthews, 2003).   
Mixed messages about youth create an environment in which some adults see the 
capacities of young people while others (and the culture at-large) do not. Those adults that 
interpret the abilities of youth as potential resources reflect a positive youth development 
approach (Damon, 2004).  Benson, Scales, Hamilton, & Sesma (2007) provide a synthesis of 
core principles of positive youth development: all youth have the inherent capacity for positive 
growth and development; a positive developmental trajectory is enabled when youth are 
embedded in contexts that nurture their development; the promotion of positive development is 
enabled when youth participate in multiple relationships, contexts, and ecologies; all youth 
benefit from these relationships; community is a critical vehicle for positive youth development; 
youth are major actors in their own development and are significant (and underutilized) 
resources for creating the kinds of communities that enable positive youth development.  The 
positive youth development approach contrasts with the youth-deficit or problem-youth model 
that preceded it and still persists today (Lerner, Phelps, Forman, & Bowers, 2009).  Several 
authors have identified principles to guide youth participation in order to be inclusive of youth.  
One example (Klindera & Menderweld, 2001) suggests these principles include: (1) viewing 
youth consumers as advocates and educators, (2) treating youth on advisory boards in the same 
way that other members are treated, (3) scheduling meetings at times convenient for youth, (4) 
valuing youth for their experience, and (5) promoting equal partnership and respect.  The youth-
adult relationship and the institutional or organizational context in which these activities take 
place are critical. Adults’ capacity to view youth as capable of being partners and decision 
makers is seen as essential. 
 Given the numerous challenges facing young people in contemporary American society, 
youth councils may provide an opportunity to engage youth in their communities and tap their 
expertise.  Yet, they are not widespread across municipalities.  Also, there is little in the research 
literature to guide practice.  The purpose of our study is to provide specific information about 
currently operating youth councils in several cities and towns in one metropolitan area.   
Study Rationale 
 Studies pertaining to youth engagement in public policy at the municipal level are 
typically limited to a single or multiple case study (e.g., Carlson, 2005; Richards-Schuster & 
Checkoway, 2009). Our study expands the literature by interviewing adult stakeholders 
responsible for the operations of 24 distinct youth councils in one large metropolitan area.  We 
address the research questions:  1) What are the attributes of youth councils?  2) What are the 
main activities?  3) What is their impact on communities?  4) What are the barriers to 
effectiveness?  We compare and contrast stakeholder views on these questions.  It is critical to 
explore the perspective of adult stakeholders; adults usually have the idea to start the council, 
they are typically gatekeepers in selecting youth for the councils, and, in contrast to youth 
members, adults are more likely to be involved in the council over several years (authors, 2015).  
Methods 
A list of towns and cities in the metropolitan area (N=85) was compiled.   The website for 
each town/city was reviewed to determine whether they reported a youth council, youth 
commission, or other youth body affiliated with the municipality.  Towns/cities with youth 
council contact information were approached via email, letter and/or telephone call providing 
study information and requesting an interview. To further verify the existence of youth councils 
the mayor or town manager of each town/city was contacted.  A snowball sampling technique 
was also employed whereby study participants were asked to identify other towns/cities with an 
operating youth council.  Out of the original list of 85 towns/cities, 41 reported the existence a 
youth council, but 5 were found to be inactive. From the potential pool of 36 towns/cities, 
representatives from 24 towns/cities participated in an interviews resulting in a 66 percent 
response rate.  
A total of 24 participants involved in key operations of each youth council participated in 
the study.  Twenty-three interviews were conducted by phone and one participant emailed 
written responses.  All interviews were conducted by one of the three authors and lasted between 
30 minutes and one hour.  The semi-structured interview guide consisted of questions relating to 
the youth councils’ origin, development, and structure; the recruitment, selection, and roles of 
youth; the activities of the youth council; and the impact of the youth council on policy, 
programming, and practice.  The authors took detailed notes during the interviews and 
subsequently electronically transcribed them for analysis.  Interview data were supplemented by 
publicly available data such as mission statements, website information and meeting minutes.  
For purposes of maintaining confidentiality, the specific towns/cities and their respondents are 
not identified.  In the presentation of the data, town/cities (or their respondents) are designated 
by letters of the alphabet.  Also, highly specific qualitative data that might identify a locality is 
not reported in the findings. 
Thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) was used to guide the analysis of interview 
data.  All authors reviewed the interview transcripts and developed initial categories.  The 
authors then met and agreed upon three broad categories: activities, impact and barriers.  Word 
tables were developed to organize the data in each category.  The tables were reviewed and 
discussed in depth among the research team to determine reliability.  For example, Table1 
provides an example of a table used to organize data pertaining to the activities of youth 
councils.  After coding interview data into the various activity categories, the table was 
completed independently by the first and third author.  Discrepancies in coding activities were 
identified and resolved.  The second author independently coded activities of a subset of councils 
to validate the coding.  
Findings 
Attributes of youth councils 
 The nomenclature was not uniform:  these bodies were mostly described as youth 
councils, but terms such as commissions (B), coalitions (D), and advisory boards (L), were also 
used.  We reviewed the data to see if there were specific patterns – i.e., that youth “council” was 
the most youth-centric but we did not find this to be the case.  For ease of presentation we use 
the term “youth council”.   
Although we found substantial variability in a number of domains, the purpose of the 
youth councils was largely similar across the municipalities.  Three described purposes that 
represented the sample include:  “to look at challenges, needs, and gaps in regards to youth in the 
city, and to meet those needs in conjunction with youth organizations” (H), to be “advocates for 
youth in the community” (B), and “to give young people a voice within their community as well 
as civic engagement” (O).   
Size, membership, and selection processes were variable.  One example of a large council 
comprised solely of youth with a fairly rigorous selection process was Town Q.  In this city, 
there were approximately 30 members of the youth council between the ages of 13-19 years old.  
Youth were recruited through schools in the city.  The adult manager contacts schools by email 
to disseminate information about the youth council.  There is then a formal application process 
which involves filling out an application and having an interview.  Selection is based on an 
assessment of youth’s availability, dedication, and willingness to put in the time.  This example 
of a council was somewhat typical but other councils were smaller (e.g., B, E, K), had a less 
youth representation in comparison to adult representation (e.g., D, M, Y) and were less formal 
in their application process (e.g., A, G).   
Elsewhere we describe details of the origins and the structure of the councils (authors, 
2016).   The council with the longest history began 50 years ago (H). Most had been in operation 
at least since 2000, with only a few starting in the last couple years.  Many have not had 
continuing existence; respondents in some towns reported that the councils had ceased operation 
at some point and more recently were reconvened.  We also discovered that five previously 
existing youth councils were no longer in operation.  In regard to the initial start of the council, 
issues of community crisis (substance use, suicide) were often the impetus.  On-going 
development of the council was a frequent theme; most respondents reported a continual effort to 
further conceptualize and reorganize the council, often in an effort to more fully engage youth.   
There was a modest bifurcation in terms the formality of meetings that were reported.     
Some councils held meetings that were formal, clearly following governmental procedure, with 
agenda, minutes, sub-committees, and other characteristics of government (examples include 
councils A, B, D, E, H, K, L, M, P, W, Y, Z).  Meetings were held monthly and followed a 
structure that included: starting with old business, organizational updates, open discussion, and 
occasional motions and voting.  
Council L provides an example of this type.  The council meets the last Monday of each 
month. It begins with a check-in around the table to find out what is happening at the high school 
and elsewhere. They discuss on-going programs and unmet needs. There is also open discussion 
about the town, and they check in about other groups and partners. Sometimes the council has 
subcommittees that work on specific issues. Youth input is first on the agenda.  Both voting and 
non-voting members have the opportunity to speak and be heard.  The director sets the meeting 
agenda based on topics raised in the last meeting but it is fluid and young people can suggest 
items.  In another example, Council H has been undergoing some changes and is intentionally 
moving toward a more formalized structure.  This council is youth-led.  To assist with the move 
to more formality, the first meeting was focused on how to run a meeting.  Municipal 
government leaders attended the initial meeting to teach the young people Robert’s Rules of 
Order (e.g., motion, discussion, voting).  Reported by the participant, this “went great”; the youth 
were engaged and asked a lot of questions. 
Some councils had meetings with less formality.  These were more obviously youth-
centered and had several characteristics focused on youth development programming rather than 
governmental procedures.  Examples included Councils C, G, O, Q, R, and S.  At the meetings, 
young people would engage in group building activities, facilitated discussions about relevant 
topics (e.g., drug use, bullying, and mental health), and brainstorming ideas for programming.  In 
these cases, meetings were less a vehicle for communication and decision-making and more a 
primary activity for youth engagement.   
An example is Council Q.  The council meets once a week.  The meetings include the 
adult facilitator, the youth, and some college students who volunteer and provide assistance to 
the council.  The college students model the importance of community volunteering and provide 
some mentorship in regard to thinking and preparing for college.  The general structure of the 
meetings includes a 20 minute icebreaker to create unity amongst the group, announcements, 
official business (e.g., preparations for upcoming events), and strategic planning for future 
events.  The adult facilitator sets the agenda but it is based on the feedback from the previous 
meeting in regard to topics that youth want to discuss.  The general topics covered at the 
meetings are youth violence, stereotypes, “-isms”, education, and college preparation.  The 
interview respondent stated that the meetings go well because at the beginning of the year they 
develop a group agreement and guidelines for youth participation in the meetings.  The interview 
respondent also noted the importance of the physical setting.  The group changed the room set-up 
so members can see each other and they are more apt to participate.  The mayor meets the youth 
on the council and may come for a part of the meetings.   
In addition to the variability related to level of formality and structure, youth council 
meetings also demonstrated differences in regard to their frequency, the amount of time, and 
their location.  Councils C, O, and Q were unique from other councils because they met more 
frequently than the norm (weekly or biweekly as opposed to monthly).  These were more youth 
development focused with a primary orientation of engaging youth in activities.  The councils 
that truly aim to include youth require scheduling their meetings at a time and in a place that 
reduce barriers to youth attendance.  For example, Council C meetings occur on Saturday 
morning and Council D held meetings at the high school.   
Activities of youth councils 
We identified seven common activities of the councils:  education and prevention 
activities, youth summits, recreational activities, community service, community assessments, 
counseling, and policy-specific actions.  Table 1 provides a listing of these activities and 
identifies the individual youth councils that report engaging in the various activities.  Below we 
utilize the qualitative data to provide further descriptions of the work. 
Insert Table 1 
Education and prevention.  Educational and prevention activities were widespread and 
utilized various methods.  Seventeen councils reported some form of educational activity.  Youth 
councils play a role in educating youth, parents, schools, local government and other community 
entities on issues relevant to youth in their community.  Methods included community-wide 
primary prevention campaigns to raise awareness and provide information.  Some were targeted 
trainings to specific groups.  Others were in the form of events with a recreational focus.  
Common foci of activities were substance use, mental health, and violence prevention.  The 
councils’ topics were guided by the council mission as well as input from youth, input from 
parents, input from other community stakeholders, and youth surveys. At times, councils are also 
guided by a crisis in the community (e.g., youth suicide).   
One study participant (S) reported fairly robust educational efforts involving a social 
marketing campaign about the number of high school youth dealing with depression or suicidal 
ideation.   In efforts to raise awareness, the council made posters and informational flyers to hand 
out in school, put together an informational mailing for parents, ran a bi-weekly ad in the local 
paper, and developed an online hashtag campaign.  Another example of a community-wide effort 
was reported by Council Z.  In this council, members have been working to start and coordinate 
(with the police department and the school health coordinator) a drug awareness campaign.  An 
early effort began with a logo contest; the logo was designed by youth in the community and will 
be used for several years to help promote drug awareness and safe behavior.  
Participants discussed the need to raise awareness about the harmful effects of drugs and 
tobacco use.  One participant (D) reported that youth (peer leaders) are creating displays about 
new tobacco use (e.g., e-cigarettes), educating elementary school parents, and encouraging 
parents to sign petitions around new tobacco regulations. Another participant (V) reported that 
youth were involved in the planning a one-day substance-free event.  
Another form of education activity, in addition to raising awareness, was offering a 
specific training.  Council Y provides various educational forums in which high school and 
middle school students are involved in every phase of planning and programing. They sit on 
planning committees and youth are trained as group facilitators. Some youth are then trained to 
train others, including adults, about how to be group facilitators. 
Youth councils also coordinate workshops targeted at children and parents.  One 
participant (C) discussed a transitions program for middle school students going into high school. 
Another participant (P) discussed coordinating classes for middle school children and parents 
pertaining to internet safety and bullying.  Similarly, another participant (Y) discussed hosting an 
“academy” aimed at parenting.  Some of the major topics -- which were the focus of break-out 
sessions -- included: cyber safety, mindfulness for parents, anxiety and stress for teens, 
concussions and sports, and helping teens find their first job. 
Youth Summits. Youth summits are a specific type of event that involves multiple 
activities and goals.   They combine elements of education, recreation, and policy activities. 
They are also directly linked to the mayor (or other leader) of the city.  Four respondents 
indicated their council was involved in planning and implementing youth summits.     
One participant provided details of their mayor’s youth summit.  It is open to any youth 
in town or the surrounding towns that wants to attend.  It used to be a day program but now it is 
held after school into the evening.  They have outside facilitators who run workshops and 
breakout groups on topics important to youth.  There are raffles and booths focused on college 
and summer jobs. The mayor attends the youth summit.    
Recreational activities.  Youth councils host recreational activities for youth that provide 
opportunities to come together.  Reported examples include dances, movie nights, open mic 
nights, festivals, game days, team building activities, and sporting events.  One participant (X) 
reported their youth council started a Friday event in which they charge a $3 entrance fee and 
give money towards causes the youth value.  Another participant (N) noted the important role 
their youth council played in advocating for town space for middle school students to come and 
hang out. This is also an example of the council engaging in policy-specific activities – it 
involved advocating (successfully) for youth space.   
Many of the examples provided also linked the recreational activity with some type of 
educational purpose.  The event might be primarily for fun but also was a mechanism of 
promoting healthy life styles, for example.   
Community service.  A less common activity of youth councils is to perform a specific 
community service function (in addition to the civic service of participating on the youth 
council).  Ten participants identified this to be an activity of their council. Community service 
activities included mentoring younger children (L); a community clean-up day (J), and staffing a 
youth information phone line (R). 
 Community assessment.  Community assessment activities were reported by ten councils; 
several identified their councils to be “data-oriented”.  These data were then used to influence 
policy and programming. Several reported using the statewide Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
(YRBS) to help guide the activities of their council, others reported that they had developed their 
own assessment activities.   
Data are used in various ways.  One participant (Q) reported that they conduct pre and 
post surveys to see how youth are doing in school, how the year went, and what they could do 
better.  Other participants discussed using survey data to get grant funding or help move the 
youth agenda forward.  One participant (S) reported that their youth council used survey data to 
create and present to the mayor a “Youth Bill of Rights” from which the mayor produced a 
proclamation affirming the document. The document provides a structure so that there is 
something in place to help advance the youth council’s concerns.   
Council X provides an example of a data collection project.  It was, reportedly, the first 
project that the council took on and it took nearly two years to complete.  They conducted an 
assessment of all the services in town geared towards youth. Previously there had been no guide 
listing the various services.  Each commissioner took an area of interest and then researched and 
cataloged the available services. The council put the list together themselves. 
Council J, working in collaboration with other groups, is engaged in surveying middle 
school and high school students every other year. The council designed their own survey, which 
is similar to the YRBS, but includes additional questions about exercise, healthy living, and drug 
use.  It is grant-funded.  Importantly, the survey found a large majority of youth in their 
community do not use alcohol regularly.  They are using this data to counter the false impression 
among youth that “everyone is doing it”.  
 Policy-specific.  Thirteen youth councils engaged in activities that involved the young 
people engaging in policy change efforts.  Council O worked to raise community awareness of 
the importance of transportation for youth and effectively worked with the local transit authority 
to create a “youth route” which linked some of the critical places that youth wanted to go. 
Council D, in addition to substance abuse education activities, also engaged in policy efforts.  
They worked on passing tobacco regulations by making presentations to the Board of Health and 
the City Council.  Council R engaged in several policy activities.  One example was the creation 
of “one ID” for youth (a photo ID that can be used as a student ID and for school lunch service, 
public transportation, and the public library).  Another example from this same council is a youth 
participatory budgeting process.  The mayor set aside budget funds for the youth to decide how 
the city should spend.  Members of the youth council, in consultation with other youth in their 
communities, determine a list of potential projects. Youth in the communities then vote to select 
the projects to be funded.    
 Counseling.  Four of the councils also offered counseling.  In these cases the councils 
were organizationally linked to government agencies with a family and youth services mission 
that included mental health.  Youth were not involved in providing counseling services.   
Impact 
 Subjective assessments of impact were collected from respondents.  The interview guide 
asked the question of impact in the following way:  “Do you believe youth councils are making 
an impact (policy, program and practice)?  What is some evidence of their impact?”   
 Several of the responses involved a recitation of the activities such as those described 
above.  The carrying out of activities was, itself, a form of impact; things were happening, youth 
were involved, feedback was good.  This is one type of impact.  One purpose of youth councils is 
to have youth engaged in the community.  In that sense the activities are the demonstrated 
impact. 
 But we were also interested in specific change-oriented efforts.  Some of the data we 
recorded provided this type of response.  We provide some examples below. 
 The participant from Council A identified that the high school principal had put a 
moratorium on school dances due to drug use and sexualized behaviors.  Youth council members 
(as well as other students from the high school) offered some ideas to implement so that the 
dances could be reinstated.  These ideas included use of breathalyzers to enter the dance and 
more lighting to minimize “outrageous” dancing.  The high school dances have since been 
allowed and previously bad outcomes at the dances (students getting sick and going to the 
hospital) have not occurred.  The participant from Council C spoke about the many workshops 
the youth offered in various afterschool programs.  For example, one of the workshops was for 
7th and 8th graders, talking about what to expect in high school. Requests for the workshops are 
repeated and some of the work has been institutionalized as an on-going activity.  This was 
considered evidence of the impact.  Council Y noted that there will be a new community center 
that will be opened and that youth were involved in helping to plan and design the new center.  
Council O reported that youth do all of the planning, conduct outreach to city partners and 
vendors, and display artwork, for example, for their annual anti-violence event.  The events have 
received great turnouts and the council has received positive feedback from the community and 
its city partners. 
Barriers 
 We identified four main barriers impacting youth councils’ operations and, potentially, 
their success:  overscheduled youth, adult reluctance to partner with youth, diversity of council 
members, and limited community outreach.  These barriers are described below.   
Overscheduled youth.  A consistent barrier discussed by multiple participants (C, D, G, 
K, L, R, S, V) is that youth are “overscheduled,” which can impact their level of participation on 
the council.  One participant (D) stated, “A barrier is that kids are really busy these days… 
they’re in five or six things and each competes for time.”  
An issue with youth being overscheduled is that they are not able to attend all council 
meetings.  Participant G reported, “A lot of the kids are over-achieving and have a lot on their 
plates, which can lead to missed meetings. The leaders try to be consistent and strict in regards to 
attendance, but there needs to be some flexibility and support to allow the youth to do other 
things. Time management of youth is the biggest problem.”  When youth miss the meetings, they 
are not participating in the discussions, which means their voice is not being heard (L).  
 Attendance at council meetings may also impact the planning and execution of activities 
and other responsibilities.  Participant S noted, “The youth council members need to be realistic 
about their time and how long it takes to plan a project. Youth don’t always put in the work that 
is needed, and adults won’t run events for youth, the department is very clear on that because 
they want the youth to figure out the process for themselves.” Similarly, another participant (C) 
reported, “And then time is an issue, have to always ask the youth ‘when are you going to 
actually do it?’ Because they can’t work on projects during the school day; their time is limited.”   
Adults partnering with youth.  Another barrier mentioned by a number of participants (A, 
D, H, K, P, V) is adults’ reluctance to partner with youth and treat them as peers.  Participants 
reported that adults often have difficulty listening to and respecting the youth perspective.  One 
participant (H) stated, “Adults expect respect but don’t really give it back to young people. 
Youth are often shut down and not taken seriously.”  Participant H discussed the importance of 
adults working with youth being “youth centric” which was defined as: “adults believing that 
young people’s ideas matter, not just organizing stuff for them, and adults who want input from 
youth.”  
 Participants reported that adults often have difficulty eliciting, supporting and 
encouraging youth ideas.  They stressed the importance of youth coming up with an idea 
themselves, planning and executing the idea, rather than adults coming up with the idea and 
asking youth to participate.  As reflected by one participant (P), “There is a real difference 
between young people having an idea and following it through soup to nuts, versus ‘hey, 
volunteer at this event’”. 
Two participants noted that they perceive adults to be in denial about youth issues, such 
as drug use and mental health issues.  Participant M discussed a suicide case in town and noted, 
“Some people just don’t want to deal with it and that impacts being able to do something 
effective.”   
 Diversity of members. Participants identified a lack of diversity as a barrier.  Some youth 
councils did not have any standing youth members (e.g., F, J, N, P, T, V, W) on the council.  For 
those who do have youth members, participants reported that they tend to be the more 
academically or socially successful youth.  Participant O said, “We would like to be able to reach 
out to more of the high risk youth of [Town O].  The youth we have in our council are great, 
however, several of them are in National Honors Society or other high school clubs.  We would 
like to see more of a range of youth attending our weekly meetings.”  Similarly, participant J 
said, “there needs to be more amplification for the voice of youth who aren’t in the specific 
molds of sports and the successful stereotype.” 
Participants reported that they would like to see more representation in terms of age:   
“Youth councils could make more of an impact if they open it up to other ages.  People in their 
20’s are considered youth by societal standards.  [It] would be good to look at incorporating kids 
in college and not just focusing on younger kids in middle or high school” (Q).   
Community outreach.   Three participants (B, D, Y) reported the importance of reaching 
out to the communities they serve to gain and provide information.   Notably, they discussed the 
need to reach diverse communities.  One participant said, “[Town D] is a very upper-middle 
class, non-diverse community, about 95% white; yet there are diverse segments of the 
community: lower class subsets, high population of homeless children, and low-income housing 
… we need to do a better job of outreaching to these segments.”   Another participant (B) noted, 
that there is no formal mechanism for filtering the information back to young people in the 
community and they may not be reaching certain segments of the youth population such as youth 
in private school, home school or vocational school.  Participant Y discussed living in a large and 
active town with a lot going on.  The youth council wants to identify unmet needs for youth and 
make the community aware of existing resources. 
Discussion 
The present study identified a wide range of activities in which youth councils are 
engaged.  Educationally focused prevention activities were the most common.  Some of the 
councils received federal or state funding for activities (e.g., substance abuse prevention) and 
this, obviously, directs at least some activities of the council. Youth development approaches, 
including those aimed at engaging youth in community initiatives (such as serving on youth 
councils) may be included in substance abuse prevention activities.  Yet, the essence of youth 
development strategies and the promise they hold require that they are not solely problem-
focused.  Study participants provided examples of activities that were not specifically problem-
focused, for instance advocating for a youth transportation route (O) and a student ID (R).  
Additionally, most youth summits and recreational activities were not designed primarily to 
prevent a problem like substance abuse or community violence.  Rather, they were meant to 
address the range of everyday events in youth lives.  These types of activities fulfill missions 
such as that stated by Q:  “The purpose of the council is to give youth in the city a chance to 
make a difference amongst each other.  It teaches youth that their opinion matters and they learn 
to voice their opinions to their peers.  It also allows youth to discuss important issues in the city 
and the schools.”  
Because these youth councils are involved in city governments we were primarily 
interested in policy-oriented activities.  There were some examples of these; about half describe 
some type of policy activity.  Some were highly targeted on a specific policy change (e.g., 
tobacco regulation) but many were more diffuse through a range of community activities.  Even 
those engaged in policy activities often did not have a direct governmental role.  While our focus 
was on councils engaged in government, there were some examples in which the council was a 
public-private model and/or a private agency’s youth council was tapped to represent youth to 
government, or the city youth council was heavily engaged with another youth council (H).  This 
speaks to the diversity of the range of models of youth councils. 
The number and extent to which councils were engaged in assessment-oriented activities 
was surprising to us.  As researchers, it is heartening to know that a data-oriented, evidence-
based approach is considered normative in some councils.  Youth participating in these councils 
may learn from these experiences to incorporate an evidence-oriented mindset in their future 
endeavors.  Additionally, assessment activities conducted on a large scale (e.g., survey of all 
youth) also provides a mechanism for getting additional youth input. This can address one of the 
criticisms of youth councils – that they are not representative (Taft & Gordon, 2013).  Survey 
methods have potential to poll a large number of youth; when random, surveys are inherently 
representative. 
Understanding impacts has become a common area of inquiry, particularly when funded 
by external sources.  As noted in previous research, youth councils may have a difficult time 
addressing the concept of impact (Checkoway, 2011).  Our data addresses this dilemma in some 
ways. It depends on whether the youth council is viewed as a mechanism for influencing 
individual youth’s personal growth, furthering a level of community engagement, leading to 
positive community change, or having multiple goals.  If the existence of a youth council leads to 
a “better” community because the youth voice is heard and considered when developing policy 
and programs, than the data offer several examples of successful impact.  Young people have a 
right to participate in some organized way in their community, regardless of whether it has a 
particular measureable impact.   
Our study was primarily interested in community impacts rather than effects on 
individual youth.  Thus, although, adult stakeholders did talk about personal benefits to youth, 
data on this was not systematically collected and reported in this paper.   As noted above, the 
findings identified some modest ways in which youth councils had impact within their 
communities.  The literature pertaining to youth councils often points to the imbalance of power 
between youth and adults as hindering the effectiveness and overall impact (Matthews, 2001; 
Matthews, 2003; Matthews & Limb, 2003).  McGinley and Grieve (2010) argue that the 
effectiveness of youth councils has much to do with selecting issues that are not controversial to 
adults and do not contest adult authority (McGinley & Grieve, 2010, p.258). We heard not 
examples for study participants that suggested the selection of issues was controversial to the 
adults.  Comparison perspectives of youth might, however, have found this to be a concern. 
Our findings pertaining to the barriers of youth participation are consistent with earlier 
work.  Previous research has identified that youth lead busy lives and struggle to balance 
participation in youth councils with school and other extra-curricular activities (Matthews, 
2001).  Also, extensive research has indicated that adults can have difficulty partnering with 
youth (Matthews, 2001; Matthews, 2003). Adu-Gyamfi (2013), for example, found that adults 
only take youth’s advice when they agree with it, which results in youth feeling frustrated and 
ignored. The respondents we interviewed were largely supportive of, and indicated their 
capability, in partnering with youth.  Many respondents were articulate regarding positive youth 
development approaches and principles.  Given their role as the adult leader or shared leader of a 
youth council this is not surprising.  But many respondents noted that others in the community, 
and many government or civic leaders with whom the youth interacted, did not share this 
perspective.  Thus the partnership of youths and adults likely must extend beyond the specific 
youth council in order to be effective in community settings.  It is the task of the adult leaders of 
the youth council to model this type of interaction for other adults in the community. 
It is highly relevant that the findings we report, by definition, offer an adult perspective 
on youth councils.  How might a youth perspective differ?  Young people can be critical of 
methods of consultation viewing them as motivated by an adult agenda and not representative of 
youths’ viewpoints (Stafford, Laybourn, Hill, & Walker, 2003).  Taft and Gordon (2013) note 
that “as institutions for working with the government through formal channels” youth councils 
“embody an ideal form of youth participation and civic competence within this particular vision 
of democracy” (p.5).  The model is “heavily state-centered”, emphasizes debate and discussion, 
presumes the neutrality of the state, and believes that diverse interests – including those of youth 
– are sufficiently represented in the democratic process.  Youth may not share this perception. In 
contrast, Taft and Gordon (2013) report on highly engaged youth activists who work outside of 
government in part because they “distrust of youth councils as potential spaces for meaningful 
engagement.”  This perspective is significant.  Youth can be civically engaged through a range of 
methodologies; youth councils offer only one model.   
As we noted, even “within” the youth council model there is extensive variability.  
Overall, a critical analysis is required of the purpose and philosophy of youth councils.  We 
found the extent to which the councils were “youth-centric” was uneven.  The developmental 
history was an important factor – they arose from disparate origins, often precipitated by a youth 
crisis in the community.  The term “haphazard” (used by Matthew and Limb, 2003) might also 
be appropriate to our understanding of the youth councils we studied.    In the U.S., there is no 
overarching policy framework at the state or national level to guide the development of youth 
councils.  This is in contrast to contemporary developments in Europe (and other regions of the 
world).  Other countries are signatories to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) which require the practice of youth participation.  This has resulted in the 
development of policy infrastructure in many other countries.  One European report, states that 
the national reporting obligations required by the UNCRC have “triggered a worldwide best 
practice movement in child and youth participation” (Feldmann-Wojtachnia, Gretschel, 
Helmisaari, et al, 2010, p.15).  Our study, in contrast, found, good, well-meaning adults wanted 
to do something in their city or town for youth.  Many appear capable of partnering with youth.  
Yet, although many councils aimed to adapt to be more youth-centric, it has remained a model 
created by adults.  
Our findings regarding the diversity of members and outreach to communities are 
particularly timely given many municipalities’ efforts to be more fully inclusive of the range of 
populations in the community.  Some forms of civic engagement have been found to be related 
to social class and race (Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Kahne & Middaugh, 2008).  Research, also, 
has had this bias.  Checkoway (2011) identified that much of the empirical research on civic 
engagement of youth is focused on middle-class youth of white European descent.  More recent 
studies, however, have recognized this lack of diversity in the research base and are specifically 
focusing on the experiences of youth of color (e.g., Pritzker, LaChapelle, & Tatum, 2012).   
Diversity within youth councils and the linkage to the various communities are two 
separate, but related, issues.  Within youth councils, is the composition reflective of the many 
types of youth within the community?  Even when diverse in its composition, is the council able 
to engage in outreach to different sectors of the community?  These questions are relevant to the 
social justice aspect of youth councils and also influence their ability to be impactful.  In order 
for youth councils to meaningfully influence policy and programs it is important to have diverse 
representation, especially from underserved and marginalized populations, as well as “insider” 
knowledge of the communities represented.  Siriani (2006) is explicit in her argument that city 
governments should institutionalize mechanisms of youth civic engagement.  One of the reasons 
is that cities offer the possibilities of universalizing opportunities for participation.  Cities can 
ensure that the system of participation covers all neighborhoods and can “mandate inclusiveness, 
so that typical middle class biases in participation do not easily prevail and so that disadvantaged 
and newcomer groups have access” (p.27). 
One additional question regarding the social justice potential of youth councils is related 
to understanding which towns and cities have youth councils.  Our sample was too small to 
compare the characteristics of those communities with a youth council versus those that lack 
such a council.  Nor have we seen such a study in the research literature.  This is a question 
worth pursuing to determine whether characteristics of privilege at the community level (e.g., 
wealth), demographics (e.g., youth as percent of population), political factors (e.g., form of 
government), or other variables are related to the existence and form of youth councils. 
Limitations and future research 
 Our findings reflect the perspectives of our sample – adults involved with city 
government – and, therefore, offer a particular view on the operations and potential impacts of 
youth councils.  Despite stating views that are decidedly “pro-youth” they are not youth 
themselves.  Moreover, their work in city government suggests a positive -- or at least benign -- 
understanding of the role of government in citizens’ lives.  But youth may not hold positive 
views of government, in general, or youth councils in particular.   
While our analysis provided useful information regarding adult stakeholders’ perceptions 
of activities, impact and barriers, in this study we did not seek to measure impact or specify for 
participants the level of impact desired.  Future studies should consider a longitudinal design to 
examine change at the individual and community levels. Our analysis is focused on the 
perspectives of adult stakeholders, as gatekeepers to council operations.  The perspectives of 
additional stakeholders is also important and should be pursued in future work.  Youth, of 
course, are a critical stakeholder.  Perspectives of other adult community members should also be 
examined to determine the extent and manifestation of attitudes that are supportive or 
detrimental to partnering with youth.  An additional area for suggested further research is to 
understand why youth councils cease operating.  In our effort to identify youth councils for 
inclusion in the study we learned of five that no longer existed.  It does not seem to be 
uncommon that youth councils come to an end.  Understanding the reasons for this may help 
strengthen those currently in existence. 
Conclusion 
 Richards-Schuster and Checkoway (2009) noted that there are reports of youth 
engagement in public policy at the municipal level but describe such efforts as “exceptional”; 
“Youth participation in public policy is neither an established field of practice nor a subject of 
study, although it has promise in both realms” (p. 26).  Our study demonstrates that youth 
councils are engaged in diverse activities and have the potential to benefit communities. While 
barriers to youth participation exist, we offer examples of youth engagement in activities and 
change-oriented efforts.  Youth councils provide a realistic opportunity for enhancing social 
justice for young people at the community level.   Many municipalities engage in this work in 
one form or another.  There is no exact prescription for how the youth councils function.  Further 
conceptual and empirical work is needed to understand how council structures and activities 
have impact within communities. 
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